Iowa's Abortion Battles of the Late 1960s and Early 1970s:
Long-term Perspectives and Short-term Analyses JAMES C. MOHR THE FIRST SESSION of the Iowa territorial legislature passed a general criminal code that contained language designed to permit the punishment of people who poisoned their fellow citizens. Among the poisons proscribed were abortifacients.^ That section of the original territorial code proved to be the first formal mention of abortion in Iowa law. When the territorial code was revised in 1843, the attempt to abort a pregnant woman by any means (not just by poisons) became criminal, but only if the attempt was made after "quickening."^ Quickening was the first perception of fetal movement by the mother herself, and the legislators who drafted and passed these early statutes surely knew that quickening usually takes place near the midpoint of a normal gestation, at the end of the fourth or the beginning of the fifth month of pregnancy. In adopting this policy, Iowa.lawmakers were following longestablished precedent, for the quickening doctrine had been in effect in American law, both common and statute, since the founding of the republic.1
Modern analysts might conclude from these early actions that Iowa policymakers have opposed abortion since territorial days. The argument would be true, but only to a very limited extent. Iowa lawmakers did not want apothecaries poisoning their women, and they did not want anyone trying to induce abortions on women with fairly advanced pregnancies, partly because they believed that the potential for harm from an abortion increased with the length of the pregnancy. But it would be equally true to conclude that Iowa policymakers during the territorial period were remarkably tolerant of abortion, provided it was undertaken early, since the territorial codes that made late abortions subject to indictments for manslaughter also, in a sense, reaffirmed the longstanding legality of abortions performed prior to quickening. Subsequent events support the second interpretation.
The first of those events was the enactment of Iowa's state code in 1851. That compilation dropped the criminal sanctions against late abortions which had appeared in the territorial laws, and Iowa entered the Union without any statutory policies on the subject of abortion, hardly evidence of deep concern about the practice.^ The second revealing event was a court case known as Abrams v. Foshee and Wife (1857). The case was an action for slander: Mrs. Foshee was alleged to have publicly accused Mrs. Abrams of aborting herself. On appeal before the Iowa Supreme Court, attorneys for the Foshees conceded that an accusation like the one Mrs. Foshee made "might injure [a woman] in the estimation of the community," but it was not formally slanderous. It was closer, they argued, to accusations that Mrs. Abrams "was a common tattler, or liar, or that she indulged in the use of profane or vulgar language; that she was a drunkard, or the like." The Iowa Supreme Court agreed.' To accuse someone of practicing abortion was unpleasant but not slander. and the justices stated explicitly that abortion before quickening was no crime in Iowa. T he Abrams decision was published in 1857, and the following year a Keokuk physician, upset by the result, wrote his state senator urging enactment of a law against feticide.* The legislature complied, but in limited fashion. The 1858 Iowa abortion law made the administration of drugs or the use of instruments on "any pregnant woman, with the intent thereby to procure the miscarriage of any such woman" a crime punishable by up to a year in jail and up to a one-thousand-dollar fine.^ But the word "pregnant" meant quickened, and the word "intent" made the crime virtually impossible to prove. Moreover, the Iowa Supreme Court ruled in 1863 that the 1858 statute could not be invoked against women who attempted to abort themselves by any means. "It is clear to us from the wording" of the 1858 law, ruled the court, "that it was the person who used the means with the pregnant woman to procure the abortion, and not the woman herself, that the legislature intended to punish. "^ Irregular abortionists and local mid wives who performed abortions could be harassed under the 1858 law, which is quite probably what the state's established physicians wanted in any event, but the state made clear that the women of Iowa themselves would not be indicted for actions they took to end unwanted pregnancies.T he overall result of these early abortion-related laws and decisions created in Iowa a sort of benign neglect toward the practice. Abortions early in pregnancy were tolerated, and the practice was almost certainly widespread in the state by the 1860s. No Iowa-specific data exist from that era, but in the nation as a whole the abortion rate probably rose to one abortion for every four or five pregnancies.>° A special report on abortion presented to the Iowa State Medical Society in 1871 maintained that Iowa was keeping up with the nation in this respect, for abortion had become a significant means of family limitation throughout the state." Abortions performed after the midpoint of a pregnancy were technically illegal, but the crime was virtually impossible to prove and authorities made no apparent effort to enforce the letter of the law. When the General Assembly decided to revise the state code in 1873, legislators asked the secretary of state to compile for them the last two years of criminal convictions in Iowa, complete with sentences, the types of persons involved, and similar information. That official did not report a single conviction for abortion during 1872 or 1873.^^ jsjor did the new code alter the state's abortion policy."
Reports of Cases in Law and Equity, Determined in the Supreme
Elsewhere in the nation, organized physicians, operating under the banners of the AMA and state medical societies, pushed during the 1870s for abandonment of the ancient quicker\ing doctrine and for new statutes that would make abortion at any time during pregnancy a crime.^* These antiabortion physicians were remarkably successful in most states, but made little headway in the Iowa legislature. They won a major victory in the courts, however, in 1878, when the Iowa Supreme Court upheld a conviction under the 1873 code for an abortion performed prior to quickening. In essence, this decision, known as State v. Fitzgerald (1878), introduced in Iowa the policy that legislative pressure had produced elsewhere. ^^ To attempt to abort a woman at any point in gestation would 10 henceforth be an act liable to criminal prosecution in Iowa.
Four years later, in 1882, the medical establishment, as if to emphasize the new policy, spearheaded a successful effort in the General Assembly to lengthen the possible sentence for performing an abortion from one year to five years.'* In 1886 the Iowa Supreme Court sustained the principle that death resulting from an abortion would be treated as second degree murder.''' This ruling would remain in effect in Iowa through the first half of the twentieth century, which placed the state in the middle of national trends. Fifty years later, in 1936, eleven states would be punishing abortion-related deaths more severely; twenty would be punishing them less severely; and fifteen would be treating them just as Iowa did.'* Finally, in 1915, the word pregnant was dropped from the abortion section of the criminal code, and with it went all ambiguity about the question of quickening: a formal, if somewhat belated, recognition that Iowa law had changed from territorial days."
Even with the dramatic legal shifts of the late nineteenth century, however, substantial evidence suggests that abortion remained a reasonably widespread practice in Iowa, just as it did in other states, criminal statutes notwithstanding. Court records from the turn of the century indicated the existence of sanitariums where various operators, including some trained doctors, performed abortions on a regular and quite openly business-like basis.^^ The most famous abortionist in Des Moines, Carrie Rowley, practiced from the teens through the 1930s. In 1933 she claimed that she would be rich if she had been paid for all the abortions she had performed, that she 16 "produced abortions to save disgraced girls," and that she "was glad to do it."^^ As a rule, even people like Rowley, who was not a trained or licensed physician, encountered the authorities only when a patient died.
The best figures on abortion rates in Iowa specifically during the first three decades of the twentieth century were amassed by E. D. Plass in 1931. Plass, a physician, wanted to find out whether abortion was as common in rural areas as it was in urban areas, and fortunately for present purposes, he decided to look at the situation in Iowa. Plass surveyed eightyone doctors who had rural practices. Altogether, they had overseen approximately 51,000 deliveries. They also reported seeing over 6,600 induced abortions, at least 90 percent of which were technically criminal (a few were therapeutic and hence legal under a ruling that allowed abortion to save the life of the mother). More than half of the doctors surveyed saw those rates as holding steady in Iowa; 27 percent thought the incidence of abortion was rising as the Great Depression set in. Moreover, the Iowa doctors considered their figures conservative because they simply did not see the large number of autoabortions and midwife abortions that progressed perfectly well and required no physician's aid or intervention afterward.^D ecisions of the Iowa Supreme Court through the same period further confused the legal status of abortion in the state. While the court remained firm on the issue of abortion-related deaths, it made the crime of abortion itself, as distinguished from actions arising from abortion-related deaths, difficult to prove. Between 1899 and 1928 a series of rulings made clear that the death or even the presumed death of an unborn fetus was considered a threat to the life of the woman carrying it and even though all the procedures he was accused of performing went well. The prosecutor who brought the indictment had assembled fifteen women who were willing to testify that they had received abortions from Dr. Snyder during 1950 and 1951. When the local judge refused to grant the witnesses immunity, all but one of them withdrew. On the testimony of the lone remaining woman, however. Dr. Snyder was convicted. On appeal in 1953, the Iowa Supreme Court upheld the conviction, notwithstanding the fact that Snyder had been a duly licensed physician in the state for more than forty years. Because Snyder had the woman return to his office after dark, and because he did not give her a general physical examination, the court reasoned that he was merely providing an abortion, and was not really concerned about her health, much less fearful for her life.^^ Delivered in a climate of conservative politics and in a period of resurgent domesticity, the decision presaged an era when abortions might become difficult to obtain, even for sophisticated women with access to friendly and well-paid physicians, let alone for poor or desperate women.
While legal authorities moved during the 1950s to resolve the inconsistencies in Iowa's abortion policy by stepping up enforcement of the letter of the law, other people in the state were beginning to consider resolving the inconsistencies not by enforcing the law more vigorously but by redrafting it. The advocates of change in Iowa and elsewhere held many different views through the late 1950s and early 1960s, but most agreed by the middle of the latter decade that abortions performed early in pregnancy by competent physicians for reasons they deemed physically or mentally appropriate should no longer be proscribed as criminal acts. THE BATTLES that raged in the Iowa legislature in the late 1960s raise for us twenty years later a host of intriguing historical issues. Not the least of them is the deceptively obvious question of why they broke out at all. Why had so many Iowans decided after a century of living with paradox, inconsistency, and benevolent neglect that they would like formally to alter the laws proscribing abortion? Why, in turn, did so many other Iowans rise to such passionate and politically powerful defense of the state laws, when most of their fellow citizens for a hundred years had apparently paid little or no attention to the policy one way or the other? Manuscript collections from the files of prominent state legislators during the late 1960s and early 1970s, which are now available in the University of Iowa Special Collections, provide some illuminating answers to these questions and help us place those battles into a longer historical perspective.
Four broad factors seem to have energized the proponents of liberalization. The first was a growing national concern 1970; 4 January, 6, 7, 8,10,11,12 February 1971. The legislative activities of 1971 are well documented in the Philip B. Hill Papers (hereafter PHP), Special Collections, University of Iowa Libraries, Iowa City, Iowa. The PHP contain roll calls, proposed amendments, tear sheets from the House Journal, and similar materials. There is also a superb summary of legislative activity in the form of a scholarly paper in the Earl M. Willits Papers (hereafter EWP), Special Collections, University of Iowa Libraries, Iowa City, Iowa. The paper has no listed author, though it is most likely by Willits himself and certainly prepared for his use. 34. Details of the early maneuvering in the 1973 session are fully documented in CCP, EWP, and especially in PHP, which are full of letters, tear sheets, proposed positions, and the like from the first weeks of the 1973 session.
about overpopulation. The administration of President Lyndon B. Johnson, which spanned the middle years of the 1960s, was the first one to spend substantial amounts of federal money on programs of fertility control. Iowans clearly shared the national concern about overpopulation. Richard Radl, who had cosponsored one of the unsuccessful liberalization bills in 1969, had stressed the threats of overpopulation. "AH of our current environmental problems," he argued, "are closely related to the issue of over-population." Iowans had to "enact meaningful legislation" on subjects like abortion in order "to keep ourselves form being inundated."^^ Senator Conklin's files contain copies of President Richard Nixon's 1969 special message to Congress, "Relative to Population Growth," and Morris K. Udall's influential article, "Standing Room Only on Spaceship Earth," which appeared in Reader's Digest that same year.^T he question of population was so closely linked to the question of abortion in Iowa that the Des Moines Register's most famous and most often cited Iowa Poll on abortion, the one of January 1971 which revealed a clear majority in the state for liberalization, also asked people whether they thought the legislature should set legal limits on family size.3'' More telling still was the response of Iowa citizens to abortion-related appeals from population control groups. In February 1971, for instance, the Black Hawk chapter of Zero Population Growth ran a piece in the Waterloo Courier urging citizens to support abortion reform for population reasons. The announcement contained a section that readers were to clip out, fill in, and send to their state legislator. The positive response generated by this ad was the largest of its sort in the Conklin papers, clear evidence that appeals for a liberal abortion policy in the context of concern for overpopulation had substantial impact at the grassroots level in Iowa.^Ê qually telling were the frequent allusions to population concerns expressed in hundreds of letters to other legislative supporters of abortion reform.^^ Earl M. Willits, a careful and almost scholarly state legislator from Ankeny, eventually concluded that population control was one of the two most important reasons why so many Iowans favored legalization, or re-legalization, of abortion by 1970.*" No wonder, when Willits received letters like the following: "As young Catholics both my wife and I believe the church's stand [against abortion] is not in keeping with the times. We are concerned with the population problem and think each child brought into the world should be wanted and planned for.'^i A second factor that proved important both in the nation as a whole and in the state of Iowa in particular was related to perceptions of fairness. The poor and the unsophisticated had a much harder time obtaining abortions under the old system of benign neglect than did the wealthy and the well connected. This inequity appears to have influenced several prominent groups around the state, especially social workers and missionoriented clergy.*^ Fairness was also an important issue in the decision of the Iowa YWCA to support repeal of the old law, a decision the YWCA reached as early as 1966.^^ The Iowa Conference of the United Church of Christ urged all of its pastors to favor repeal of the state's anti-abortion law in part because "the rich and nüddle class can terminate a pregnancy safely (legally or illegally) because they can afford to pay for it, while pregnancy termination is not readily available to the poor because of its cost (introducing another form of discrimination)."** Abortions were expensive. Dr. Snyder, the man whose conviction in 1953 had signaled the possibility of stronger enforcement of the law, was charging his patients fifty dollars in 1950, a substantial sum indeed for that year. Iowa college students were also sensitive to the question of fair access. The student government in Iowa City raised conservative hackles in the fall semester of 1971 by voting funds for abortion counseling and abortion services to students who could not afford them. When their actions were overruled by university authorities under pressure from Des Moines, the students created a special loan fund for the same purpose.*^ Similar concerns were expressed at Drake University, Iowa State University, and the University of Northern Iowa.*^ The inequities of the old system played an important role in forcing the issue before the legislature.
Medical opinion proved to be a third critical factor in precipitating the abortion debate twenty years ago. During the 1950s, just as the state's anti-abortion laws began to be more vigorously enforced, even against physicians, medical statisticians demonstrated that abortions had actually become safer for pregnant women than going full term and bearing a child. Though no one, of course, was prepared to argue that all pregnant women should therefore be required to undergo abortions to protect their health, these figures undermined the female safety justifications that had once proved important to nineteenth-century legislators and jurists.
More crucial still was a dramatic shift in medical opinion that became manifest during the 1960s. Physicians were no longer defensive members of a struggling profession, looking to the state to prosecute their competitors, such as midwives. Instead, they were now at the height of their power and prepared to assert their right to make sensitive and tolerant decisions without the state looking over their shoulders. To put it crassly, now that they had finally cornered the medical market, physicians sought to reduce the market's restrictions; to put it less crassly, physicians went public with their desire for a nearly absolute degree of flexibility in providing what they thought, not what the state thought, their patients wanted or needed. The decision to have or not to have an abortion, they believed, should be made in a private, medical context. By 1967, according to a survey conducted by Modern Medicine magazine, some 87 percent of all American physicians favored more permissive abortion laws than prevailed in their states.*^ It is not possible to determine whether that figure would have held steady in Iowa specifically, but there is no question that Iowa physicians played a major role in the drive to alter their state's abortion statutes. It is surely no accident that the abortion files of leading reform legislators are full of medical articles and physicians' letters urging liberalization, articles and letters that presumably influenced the thinking of those legislators. Nor is it a coincidence that Senator Conklin's husband was a physician. The senator herself was significantly influenced by a session she attended with her husband at the The fourth major factor behind the abortion debate in Iowa in the late 1960s and early 1970s was the tremendous force of the women's movement. This is not the place to chronicle the revolutionary and remarkably rapid surge of modern feminism during the 1960s, but that surge certainly played a tremendous part in the Iowa abortion debates. At the grassroots level, abortion became a quintessentially women's issue, perhaps the quintessentially women's issue in Iowa for the period 1967 to 1973.56
During the late 1960s and early 1970s, a large proportion of the letters written to legislators in Des Moines urging reconsideration of the state's abortion policies were written by women. The phenomenon was really quite astonishing. It is hard to imagine that any issue in Iowa history to that point had ever generated either more letters to state legislators specifically from women or a higher percentage of letters from women than did the abortion issue between 1967 and 1973. Taken together those letters constitute a rich source of social history for future researchers, because many of the women who wrote their state legislators poured out private stories in great detail. They told Charlene Conklin things they had never dared to tell their Women's organizations seized upon the abortion issue as well. The Iowa YWCA took an overtly feminist position in 1969 in favor of reform. "One of the Imperatives for Action in the 1970-73 period is to revolutionize society's expectations of women and their own self-perception. Therefore, we must undertake intentional actions which will support, in public policy, the greater liberation of women. Among these actions, we will give special emphasis to the repeal of all laws restricting or 56. In February 1971 the Cherokee Daily Times asked readers to complete a questionnaire concerning their attitudes toward abortion. Of the 815 people who responded, 79 percent were women. 57. This raises the whole question of confidentiality in recent history. Though the letters were obviously intended to be personal and private, virtually all of them are signed, and return addresses are given. Most of the women who wrote those almost intensely intimate letters are still alive and would probably be appalled to see them quoted in learned publications around the state and nation. This paper has deliberately avoided citing deeply personal matters. When the commission issued its first formal report in May 1970, a majority of the commissioners believed that the state's abortion laws were "antiquated and restrictive." The "principle" that should guide legislative action, according to the Women's Commission, was the idea "that a woman is a free being and as such has a right to control her own life, her own property, and her own physical being."*^ In December 1972 the commission reiterated its strong stand with only one vote opposed, that of a nun who sat on the commission. into the open. Both parties adopted platform planks supporting abortion reform. The Republican resolution was the stronger of the two, asserting that "the decision to terminate a pregnancy is a matter of conscience and health, not of law. Laws are appropriate in this area only to assure proper safeguard for such procedures. We recommend Iowa's laws be revised to acknowledge these facts.'^^ The Democratic resolution likewise recognized the decision as one of "conscience" involving a woman and her physician, but hedged with a statement that "the highly personal and non-partisan nature" of the issue "will not permit universal acceptance" of the liberal position.*^ That was a bow to the strong Catholic core in the Iowa Democratic party. Moreover, there is evidence that local party women took their parties' resolutions seriously. The Johnson County Women Democrats formally endorsed repeal of Iowa's anti-abortion laws in 1970 and worked to keep their party's position on abortion as liberal as its Catholic core would permit.'''' Rosalee Hillman, a Republican committeewoman from Essex, wrote Senator Conklin to let her know that Hillman would "no longer support Senator Bass [an Essex senator who voted against abortion reform], if he will not represent women as well as men in his
In view of the foregoing, two facts bear repeating. First, efforts to relegalize abortions in Iowa repeatedly failed through 1973; the United States Supreme Court, not the Iowa legislature, overturned the state's nineteenth-century anti-abortion statutes. Those who forced abortion reform into the open and onto the agenda of the Ceneral Assembly never really prevailed at the state level. Second, while the abortion issue became a quintessentially women's issue in Iowa, the state's women were far from unanimous on the question of whether to liberalize the law or to enforce it as it stood. In short, any effort to understand the Iowa abortion battles of the late 1960s and early 1970s must take seriously those people who rose to defend the anti-abortion policies already in place. Who were they and why would they do it? THE CONVENTIONAL ANSWER identifies the defenders of the old criminal statues primarily as people who acted from a priori assumptions, either religious or scientific, that human life begins at conception. To interrupt the process of gestation was, in that view, tantamount to murder. Life has always been and still remains an absolute, and the state should not permit citizens to destroy it under any circumstances whatsoever. The chief example invariably cited is the position of the Roman Catholic church, which played essentially no role in the origin or evolution of Iowa's anti-abortion policies in the nineteenth century, but defended them fiercely as moral absolutes once they came under attack in the second half of the twentieth century.
Like most bits of conventional wisdom, this one has a great deal of truth in it, and it is substantiated in the manuscript collections of the state legislators of the period. The files are full of letters arguing fine points about the origins of life, full of anguished concern on the part of citizens clearly committed to what they considered a moral imperative. Discussions in newspaper editorials, commentaries on radio and television, and hearings before the legislature often sought to address the issue of when life begins.''^ When the Catholic parishes of Iowa systematically began to generate action on the part of their mem- bers against abortion reform, they distributed sheets in church explaining the most effective ways to write letters to legislators. Those sheets were unambiguous about the essential point to make: "The basic question is: When does life beginT'^T here is little question that the Catholic parishes in Iowa took the early lead in defending the state's already existing anti-abortion policies against the forces of repeal and reform. The first public efforts at liberalization were countered with massive letter-writing and telegram-sending campaigns from Catholics; hundreds and hundreds of those letters and telegrams are now in the archives. Legislative leaders of the antiabortion forces kept closely in touch with the Catholic hierarchies in their districts, especially with Catholic educators.^^ The Catholic commitment to life from the instant of conception was clearly a crucial factor, and Catholics were remarkably effective as a pressure group considering they were well under 20 percent of the state's population during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Certainly their opponents had a grudging respect for them, as many bitter letters testified. Mrs. R. E. Christiansen of West Des Moines, an active member of the Iowa Association for the Medical Control of Abortion, expressed a widely held sentiment when she wrote Representative Hill after the defeat of the reform bill in 1971: "It seems that no matter what the political parties, the Medical Society, the A.A.U.W., the Y.W.C.A., the Council of Churches, or the people of Iowa want, the Catholic Church has the money and the muscle to impose its will on the rest of society."^5 Clearly, however, the abortion debates in Iowa involved far more than the a priori commitments of specific groups, regardless of their size, influence, or effectiveness. More seemed to be at stake than difficult distinctions between life as an absolute, life in the process of becoming, life not yet realized, and life already manifest. Much broader concerns were evident: con- The abortion battle did not emerge from a contextual vacuum, after all, but from a decade that included civil rights, affirmative action, urban rioting, cities burning, much talk about perpetual welfare and fatherless families, national leaders being assassinated, a terrifying surge in the use of illegal drugs and chemicals, the free speech movement on college campuses, draft resistance, bitter debates (especially in Iowa) over the righteousness of the Vietnam War, and similarly unsettling developments. Many of the people who wrote their state legislators saw in the drive to liberalize abortion a sort of symbolic last straw. Some lines had to be drawn somewhere, and abortion, an issue that could be presented in clear-cut life-anddeath terms, seemed to be the place to draw one. If the state permitted abortion "on demand," as the opponents of liberalization put it, even the sanctity of motherhood might disappear. The basic idea of the family would be undermined, and with it might go all traditional social values.
In a decade of near-revolutionary change, many Iowa women clung to the bedrock of traditional reproductive arrangements. As a woman from Estherville put it to Senator Conklin, 'From the small cell of the family to the complex organization of the society, women play a basic role.... Where is your womanly dignity?"^* The same feminism that galvanized unprecedented numbers of Iowa women into the movement to liberalize the state's abortion laws, it now appears, drove others to fear for their own futures and for the future of society. Without traditional values, argued another woman, "men will get ideas of abusing women," since their own male responsibilities would be stripped by the proposed laws.^^ A couple from Iowa City saw the feminist issue of autonomy as unrealistic. "In the abstract, man or woman has an absolute right over their body and its life; however, in the practical order of civilized societal living, this right has been modified by 76 human laws throughout the ages. Modern woman must still reside in our society, and she needs to modify her right over her body for the good of the group, the same as everyone else."^^ In the words of the sociologist Kristin Luker, the abortion debate that broke out in the 1960s was in large part "about women's contrasting obligations to themselves and others.. .. a referendum on the place and meaning of motherhood."'^Î n this respect, there was a striking parallel between the abortion battles of the late 1960s and early 1970s, on the one hand, and a similarly searing issue of the nineteenth century: slavery in the territories. The parallel was not one of substance, but one of cultural and political process. Slavery in the territories was an inherently important issue in and of itself, of course, just as abortion was. But slavery in the territories per se did not by itself provoke guerrilla warfare in Kansas or bring about a revolution in the political party structure of the nation. Instead, slavery in the territories became the symbolic or surrogate question upon which was focused a much wider range of more difficult but less well defined problems separating the North and the South.
The abortion debates of the late 1960s had much of the same ring to them. They were especially intense because they turned not on the specific issue alone, important as it was, but also on a much wider range of more difficult but less well defined problems separating those who welcomed the cultural revolutions of the 1960s (or were willing to try to accommodate them), on the one hand, and those who defended traditional virtues (or the virtues of traditionalism), on the other. That parallel helps to explain why the most fundamental Protestant sects in Iowa tended to side with the Catholics on the abortion issue, though on the face of it they would stand doctrinally and socially a long distance from the papacy.*" For many Iowans, abortion came to be the great symbolic or surrogate issue of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Upon it they focused a host of related misgivings about the general direction of society.^* Legal abortion was a first step to larger "moral corruption."^^ The "entire state" was on the brink of becoming "a tainted, shamed land.'^^ In a decade when "co-ed dorimtories [sic] are already starting," some envisioned, at least hyperbolically, "sexual relations . .. taking place on the street corners."** A surprisingly large number of older people feared that abortion would lead to other forms of social killing and that they would become logical victims. Phoebe Stewart of Des Moines saw "the next move as Mercy killing of the aged, sick, deformed, and mentally ill. What assurance do we have that we will not fall into one of the other categories? You may be signing your own death warrant," she warned Representative Hill, "if you approve" the liberal abortion bill.^^ References to euthanasia were extremely common in the letters of those who opposed reform. Opinion polls in Iowa during the late 1960s and early 1970s consistently indicated that liberalized abortion was more likely to be opposed by the elderly than the young, the poor than the wealthy, and the least well educated than those with solid schooling.86 Put differently, this suggests strongly that those least confident of their abilities to adapt to revolutionary change in the basic fabric of society-the vulnerable, the poor. and the poorly prepared-were the groups most skeptical about abortion reform.
THIS WAY OF VIEWING THE ABORTION ISSUE-as one of the great symbolic issues of its time, a political focal point for Iowans dismayed by the cultural tumult of the 1960s-may throw some light on an aspect of the abortion controversy that has always stood out as a troubling anomaly in this whole business: the apparent inconsistency between public opinion polls of the period, on the one hand, and political action (or lack of action), on the other. Beginning in 1967, opinion polls consistently made clear that a majority of Iowans favored some degree of legal tolerance toward the practice of abortion. The respected "Iowa Poll' reported in the fall of that year that 68 percent of the state's citizens favored liberalization of the Iowa abortion laws, 21 percent opposed liberalization, and 11 percent expressed no opinion.8'' In the state's best known survey of public attitudes on this subject, the Des Moines Register's "Iowa Poll" of January 1971, 21 percent of Iowa citizens favored the legalization of all abortions, 54 percent favored the legalization of abortions that threatened the physical or mental well-being of the mother (for a total of 75 percent in favor of liberalization), and only 11 percent opposed abortion under any circumstances.^* A Cherokee Daily Times survey a month later registered 57 percent in favor of liberalization.*' A "Voter's Lobby" poll that same year was two to one in favor of liberal legislation, and a KDMI survey showed 64 percent for reform.'" The Davenport-Bettendorf Times-Democrat also ran a "Viewpoint Poll" on the subject that year. Well over one thousand people responded, and 73 percent favored liberalizing the state's abortion policies. ' figures: 68 percent for liberal legislation, 26 percent opposed to legalizing abortions, and 6 percent without an opinion on the subject.'Î n the face of such strikingly consistent figures, why was the legislature so reluctant to act? Why did the lawmakers at Des Moines drag their feet until the issue was resolved for them from Washington in the form of a Supreme Court decision? Some feminists have argued that this was a case of male reluctance to pass feminist legislation. Because public opinion surveys indicated that men consistently favored liberal abortion policies more strongly than women, this charge is difficult to assess.'^ The charge may have some validity, for the paradoxical reason that so many Iowa women opposed the feminist position on this issue, but a thorough evaluation of the gender argument in this context will have to await evidence of a different sort from what is presently available in the archives.
Other analysts hinted darkly at the power of special interests, especially the Catholic church, or at the ability of singleissue activists to clog and confuse the expression of majoritarian sentiment in the American political process, especially at the state and local level. Both are fundamentally structural arguments that merit serious consideration. But neither fully explains the inconsistencies between public opinion polls on abortion and official public policy on the subject.
The inconsistencies may also have resulted from the fact that the polls were measuring something different from what the legislators sensed in their mail. By their nature, opinion polls artificially isolated abortion as a separate and distinct issue. And as a separate and distinct issue, divorced from the cultural and social context of the late 1960s and early 1970s, Iowans confirmed what had been, after all, their long-term behavioral response toward abortion: a tolerant, if uneasy and even unofficial, permissiveness. Because that basic pattern had been sustained from territorial days, the polls should not have 92. The abortion issue was the twelfth of fifteen issues about which Willits sought his constituents' opinions. See Ankeny Press-Citizen, 13 January 1972, and Willits to constituents, form letter, 3 February 1972, EWR 93. This is not the place to pursue this argument in detail, but the surveys referred to in the footnotes above revealed a consistently more liberal view toward legal abortions on the part of men than women. surprised anyone familiar with the history of the issue in the state.
Politicians of the day, however, did not face the question as a separate issue. They faced an emotional surrogate, freighted with a great deal of cultural baggage. They faced an issue that could no longer be dealt with in issue-specific terms. They faced a sort of symbolic referendum on the social revolutions of the 1960s, and that made the abortion issue political dynamite. No wonder there was something of a sigh of relief in Des Moines in the early weeks after the Roe decision, even on the part of those who had opposed reform.'* No wonder the legislature quickly agreed to a moratorium on the issue, pending action of the Iowa Attorney General on the impact of the decision at the state level.'T wo days after the Roe decision was announced by the United States Supreme Court, the author of that decision, Mr. Justice Harry Blackmun, came to Iowa to address the Cedar Rapids-Marion Area Chamber of Commerce. He was greeted that night by fifty-one anti-abortion demonstrators outside the meetingplace. Later in his career he would become inured to such treatment, but their presence clearly bothered Blackmun less than forty-eight hours after the decision. He devoted most of his after-dinner speech to a canned history of the Supreme Court and how it worked, but turned at the end of his talk, "with seeming anguish," according to the Cedar Rapids Gazette, to the abortion question. He expressed a deep frustration, for he had known all along that the members of the court would "be excoriated from one end of the country to the other," regardless of how they decided the abortion issue. Blackmun "really resent [ed] " that evening in Cedar Rapids "the bitter nights" the issue had already given him and the many more he knew would follow. Indirectly, at least, he blamed the nation's state legislatures for their unwillingness, or inability, to face up to abortion as a separate issue the way they faced other issues.'T O CONCLUDE by returning to the subtitle of this essay, 'Long-term Perspectives and Short-term Analyses,' two overriding observations emerge. First, debate over the abortion issue broke out in the late 1960s, after more than a century of quiescence, because abortion policy figured centrally in a concatenation of concerns that came to the surface of American public consciousness during that decade: concerns about population growth, concerns about fairness, concerns about the place and power of the professions, and above all, concerns about the future of women. Second, once the issue reemerged, it became unresolvable in the Iowa legislature not merely because it created serious policy disagreements in and of itself (though it most certainly did), but also in part because it became the symbolic surrogate for profound cultural misgivings that already existed. An outpouring of material from constituents reenforced that conclusion, and for six years Iowa legislators were unable in practice to disentangle the abortion question from its cultural context the way opinion polls could do in theory.
96. Cedar Rapids Gazette, 25 January 1973.
